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The ‘Bombay School’ and Urban Sociology in India 


N. Jayaram 


I feel honoured to have been invited to present a paper at this seminar 
commemorating the diamond jubilee of the Indian Sociological Society.’ 
I thank Professors P.G. Jogdanad and Kamala Ganesh, organising 
secretary and coordinator respectively of the seminar, for this honour. 
The seminar has given me an opportunity to pay a small tribute to the 
rich benefits of a legacy of the ‘Bombay School’ of sociology, which has 
been of special significance to me in my career as a sociologist. I learnt 
sociology from and wrote my doctoral thesis under the supervision of 
Professor C. Rajagopalan, one of the last doctoral scholars supervised by 
Professor Ghurye. Professor Rajagopalan imparted on all his students the 
benefits of the training that he had received from Professor Ghurye.” 
Moreover, since July 2001, I am serving as the Managing Editor of 
Sociological Bulletin, the Journal of the Indian Sociological Society, 
both of which — the Society and its journal — were founded in the Depart- 
ment of Sociology, University of Bombay (now Mumbai) and owe their 
origin and initial nurturing to Professor Ghurye. 


The ‘Bombay School’ and Sociology in India 


The term ‘Bombay School’, which is part of the name of this seminar 
and which also appears in the title of my paper calls for some 
Clarification. To be sure, it does not refer to any general orientation to 
sociology, or theoretical approach to any subfield within it, that can be 
associated with the Department of Sociology, University of Bombay. 
Obviously, it is not a ‘school’ in the sense in which the ‘Chicago School’ 
and the ‘Frankfurt School’ are schools. The term derives from the 
recognition of the legacy of the traditions of teaching and research of this 
Department as a pioneering centre for sociological study in India (along 
with the Department of Sociology at Lucknow University; hence, the 
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‘Lucknow School’) and its deep impact across the country through (a) 
the scholars trained in the Department who fanned out to start or join 
sociology departments in universities in different regions and states of 
the country’ and (b) the scholars who came to be influenced by its 
academic traditions. On a close scrutiny, one cannot but be impressed by 
the nature and impact of this legacy on the teaching and research in 
sociology in the country. Thus, in retrospect, very few departments of 
studies in sociology can be proud of this legacy. It is only apposite that 
this Seminar is organised in the Department of Sociology, University of 
Mumbai in collaboration with the Indian Sociological Society in comme- 
moration of the latter’s diamond jubilee. 

Although the Department was established under the leadership of 
Patrick Geddes (see Munshi 2007/2000), its legacy derives mainly from 
the work and contributions of Ghurye and his colleagues (like A.R. Desai 
and K.M. Kapadia), some of whom were his students, and their own 
students. There was, no doubt, a streak of ‘Hindu nationalism’ (as 
Upadhya [2002] describes it) in Ghurye’s sociology, especially with 
reference to his delineation of social institutions and nation-building in 
India. This is to be understood in the light of the heightened spirit of 
nationalism during the period of his scholarship and his strong roots in 
Sanskrit and Indology, which was essentially ‘Hinduology’. While this 
aspect of his contributions needs reappraisal today, it in no way detracts 
the catholicity of his research interests, which found expression not only 
in his own work but also in the work of his MA and PhD students. 
Ghurye’s catholicity of research interests was carried forward elsewhere 
by many of his students. My guide and mentor, Rajagopalan, gave 
expression to it both in Punjab University, Chandigarh, where he worked 
with Victor S. D’Souza (another student of Ghurye) and in Bangalore 
University, where he headed the Department of Sociology through the 
1970s and 1980s. I have, in turn, perpetuated this legacy in the three 
teaching institutions that I have been associated with: at Bangalore 
University, Goa University, and now at the Tata Institute of Social 
Sciences, Mumbai. 

Furthermore, a ‘Hindu nationalist’ that Ghurye was (ibid.; see also 
Upadhya 2007: 243-47), as ‘a liberal of the classical mould’ (Pillai 1996: 
93), he encouraged and indulged in A.R. Desai’s exercise in applying the 
premises of Karl Marx’s ‘materialist conception of history’ to the study 
of Indian nationalism — a fact which is repeatedly acknowledged by 
Desai in all the editions of his book, Social Background of Indian 
Nationalism (1966/1948).’ Interestingly, Ghurye’s scholarly works were 
appreciated by D.P. Mukerji, a self-proclaimed Marxian sociologist (or 
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‘Marxologist’), who, no doubt, candidly drew Ghurye’s attention to the 
aspects on which he could have benefited from the Marxian insights. 

This paper focuses on the contributions of the ‘Bombay School’ to 
the origin and development of one subfield of sociology in India, 
namely, urban sociology. It (a) traces the beginnings of urban sociology 
at the Department of Sociology in the University of Bombay, (b) 
explains the scope of the studies that were undertaken there, and (c) 
highlights the impact of these studies on the later growth of urban 
sociology in the country. The purpose here is not to discuss the thematic 
of the subject as it has unfolded over the last seven decades or so; rather 
the purpose is to delineate and document the distinct imprint of the 
‘School’ on urban sociology in the country. 


Urban Sociology: The Beginnings 


Of the various areas that Ghurye engaged with in his long academic 
career, ‘urban sociology’, the focus of this paper, was one.” Ghurye was 
not trained in urban sociology; his interest in this subject was evidently 
sparked by Patrick Geddes.° As a test for Ghurye’s selection as a scholar 
to be recommended for a scholarship to study sociology abroad, Geddes 
prescribed an essay on ‘Bombay as an Urban Centre’, which eventually 
won Ghurye’s the scholarship (Ghurye 1973: 39). Ghurye writes, ‘I 
found browsing through some of Geddes’ writing on City and City 
development more instructive and suggestive. And this finding became 
very much more pronounced when I was able to look at many of the 
pictures and drawings forming his Civic Exhibition’ (ibid: 38). Geddes 
prescribed for Ghurye an ‘apprenticeship with Mr H.V. Lanchester, the 
best known town-planner then in India, who was at that time engaged in 
planning Lucknow’ (ibid: 39). That Ghurye went all the way to 
Lucknow and returned without caring to meet Mr Lanchester is a 
different story: ‘By the time I reached the [Lucknow] railway station I 
decided that I will take a Bombay-bound train and did not seek town- 
planning enlightenment from anybody there’, writes Ghurye (1973: 41, 
see 40 ff.).’ 

There is no gainsaying that Ghurye’s thinking on urban sociology 
was indelibly influenced by social biology and human ecology. In his 
own works, as also those of his students, as will be made clear in the next 
section, the bearing of R.D. McKenzie (1924, 1933), J.W. Bews (1935), 
and J.A. Quinn (1950) is discernible. Ghurye wrote two major books — 
Cities and Civilization (1962)* and Anatomy of a Rururban Community 
(1963) — and four papers (see Ghurye 1953, 1956, 1960, 1964—65) on 
various aspects of urban sociology. As early as in 1946 Ghurye toyed 
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with the idea of ‘satellite towns’ and recommended the setting up of 
satellite towns around Bombay (Ghurye 1973: 199). Almost after forty- 
five years, the efficacy of ‘satellite towns’ as a solution to the problems 
of rapid urbanisation was examined with reference to Bangalore by a 
doctoral scholar under my supervision when I was on the sociology 
faculty at Bangalore University (see Shekhar 1993). 

Ghurye proudly claims that he ‘successfully got Sociology separated 
from Economics and Politics’ with the new University Act coming into 
force in 1956. This academic autonomy appears to have had positive 
implications for urban sociology. With a separate Board of Studies in 
Sociology coming into existence, Ghurye, for the first time, introduced 
‘Industrial Sociology’ and ‘Urban Sociology’ into the curriculum 
(Ghurye 1973: 151). 


The Focus on Social Ecology 


Beginning in the early 1950s, Ghurye supervised five doctoral theses in 
urban sociology, and all of them were designed and executed from within 
the theoretical framework of urban ecology, which had by then become 
the dominant paradigm in the subject. This paradigm, popularly known 
as the ‘Chicago School’ in urban sociology, because of its association 
with the Department of Sociology at the University of Chicago, was 
pioneered by Robert E. Park (1915, 1926, 1929/1952, 1936) and 
successfully popularised by his student Lewis Wirth (1928, 1938, 1945). 
Ghurye met Louis Wirth, who was then the President of the International 
Sociological Association, at Paris in 1951 (Ghurye 1973: 132), and his 
interaction with this then archpriest of ‘urban ecology’ must have further 
convinced him of the significance of the ecological perspective for 
studying urban centres. 

The Social Ecology of Provincial Towns with Special Reference to 
Bangalore, by K.N. Venkatarayappa was the first doctoral thesis in urban 
sociology prepared under the supervision of Ghurye and approved for the 
doctoral degree in 1953. This thesis was later published by the University 
of Mumbai under the title Bangalore: A Socio-Ecological Study 
(Venkatarayappa 1957). Interestingly, its external examiner was William 
Ogburn of the then Mecca of urban sociology, namely, Department of 
Sociology, University of Chicago. About the thesis, in his letter to 
Ghurye, Ogburn wrote, ‘... I was particularly interested in [Venkata- 
rayappa’s] last chapter, chapter on the social ecology’ and hoped that 
Ghurye would ‘... direct more students along the same lines ...’ (cited in 
ibid.: 139). 
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The term ‘social ecology’ appearing in the title of Venkatarayappa’s 
thesis deserves special attention, though he modified it (as ‘socio- 
ecological’) in its published version. Although beginning with 
McKenzie’s concept of ‘human ecology’ (1924, 1933), Venkatarayappa 
particularly draws attention to the relationship between ‘human ecology’ 
and ‘social ecology’, the two terms clearly distinguished by Radhakamal 
Mukerjee (1944; see also Alihan 1938). While we need not go into the 
details of the distinction”? here, it is important to take note of the fact that 
another giant of Indian sociology was also toying with the idea, though it 
did not result in an impact on urban sociology of the type that Ghurye did 
through his doctoral students. Furthermore, Geddes’s work, which had 
declaredly influenced Radhakamal Mukerjee’s writings on the subject, 
are not directly referred to by Venkatarayappa, though he lists Geddes’s 
City Development: A Study of Parks, Gardens and Culture Institutes 
(1904) in his ‘Bibliography’ (Venkatarayappa 1957: 147). 

Albert Bopegamage’s An Ecological Study of the City of Delhi, \ater 
published as Delhi: A Study in Urban Sociology (Bopegamage 1957a), 
was the second doctoral thesis on urban sociology that Ghurye super- 
vised. Done in 1957, Ghurye is particularly appreciative of the ‘highly 
favourable’ reception that this thesis received. In retrospect, Ghurye is 
happy that Bopegamage changed his intention of studying ‘the eastern- 
most Nagas’ and chose to study ‘an historical city of the North, the 
present capital of the country’ (Ghurye 1973: 168). What Ghurye has to 
say about this is as important as it is interesting: ‘I got Bopegamage to 
read more and more of human geography and in our discussion I went 
on, in the Geddesian way, to impress upon him the great achievement 
made or the great defeat sustained by human society in its modification 
of its habitat in the shape of cities (ibid; emphasis added). 

Introducing his book, Bopegamage declares that ‘Our approach to 
this work is from the standpoint of human ecology’, and particularly, the 
‘internal ecological structure and the areal distribution of human 
phenomena [which] are the results of the operation of ecological 
processes such as concentration, centralization, segregation, invasion and 
succession’ (1957a: vii and viii). ‘[T]hese processes are observed and 
measured’ in relation to the dimension of ‘space and time’ (ibid: viii). 
The only reference cited is Quinn’s Human Ecology (1950) (see Bopega- 
mage 1957a: viii, fn 1). Significantly, Bopegamage makes no direct 
reference to Geddes; City Development: A Study of Parks, Gardens and 
Culture Institutes is the only publication of Geddes (1904) that finds a 
place in Bopegamage’s ‘Bibliography’ (1957a: 218). This is odd 
considering Bopegamage’s proclamation that the focus of his study ‘is 
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particularly useful to the city planners and to the administrator’ (ibid: 
viii), city planning and civic administration being Geddes’s forte. "' 

These first two theses on urban sociology resulting in books 
(Bopegamage 1957a; Venkatarayappa 1957) received excellent reviews. 
The Hindu (Madras, 22 May 1960) concluded its longish review thus: 


We heartily commend these two outstanding studies of urban sociology to 
the attention of sociologists and city-planners in India. It is refreshing to 

= note the stress on the need for rural settling and atmosphere in planning 
and developing cities in India. We congratulate the Bombay University on 
having published these two very useful and stimulating studies (quoted in 
Ghurye 1973: 169). 


While the first two theses looked at cities from the perspective of 
social ecology, the thesis by C. Rajagopalan extended this perspective to 
focus on the process of suburbanisation that Bombay was undergoing; a 
process of which Ghurye was a keen observer. Expressing his gratitude 
to Ghurye, Rajagopalan states that ‘... the very idea of this work was first 
conceived by him [Ghurye] and it was at his instance that I decided to 
undertake it’ (Rajagopalan 1962: vii). Published later as The Greater 
Bombay: A Study in Suburban Ecology (ibid.), this thesis explored how 
Bombay ‘has instinctively reacted [to acute shortage of space in the City] 
by flinging its tentacles over the adjacent area’ (ibid.: v). Illustratively, 
Rajagopalan confined his study to the Salsette island. 

Unlike Venkatarayappa and Bopegamage, however, Rajagopalan 
explicitly refers to Geddes’s ‘well-known diagram of “Place—Work— 
Folk” which brings out the inextricable relationship between human 
beings and environment’ (ibid.: 10), and Lewis Mumford modification of 
Geddes’s six-fold scheme of the life of a city (ibid: 55, en 26). 
Rajagopalan’s ‘Bibliography’ lists two of Geddes’s books (ibid.: 198) — 
City Development: A Study of Parks, Gardens and Culture Institutes 
(1904) and Cities in Evolution (1949). Also, Rajagopalan consults three 
of Radhakamal Mukerjee’s works (1932, 1940, 1944). 

The last two doctoral theses on urban sociology supervised by 
Ghurye were ‘socio-ecological’ studies: Mohammad Mohsin’s thesis 
titled Socio-Ecological Study of a Workshop Town (with reference to 
Chittaranjan) (1963) was later published as Chittaranjan: A Study in 
Urban Sociology (Mohsin 1964) and K.L. Mythili’s thesis titled A Socio- 
Ecological Study of an Immigrant Community (1959). While Venkata- 
rayappa and Bopegamage studied urban centres proper and Rajagopalan 
focused on the process of suburbanisation, Mohsin examined a railway 
workshop town and Mythili researched on the Tamil migrants in 
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Mumbai. What is important to note is the distinctive theoretical thread 
that ran through all these theses, and that was social ecology. 

Thus, Ghurye laid the foundation of urban sociology in the country, 
especially by the application of the ecological perspective to the 
understanding of the city and urbanisation.’ The main weakness of the 
ecological perspective is that it privileges spatial dimension and social 
processes while relegating the economic processes to the background. 
This has been the gist of the Marxist critique of the ecological approach 
to ‘the urban question’ (see Castells 1977; see also Sawers 1984; Harvey 
1985). However, much before the western Marxist scholarship, Desai 
and his students had begun examining the urban political economy. 
Desai’s approach to urban sociology was briefed by the Marxian 
‘materialist conception of history’. His approach not only provided 
theoretical correctives to Ghurye’s social ecological perspective, but also 
covered such substantive issues in urban sociology as slums and poverty 
(see Desai and Pillai 1970, 1972; Jha 1986) that Ghurye or his students 
had not directly dealt with. In the preface to his book, Structure of Urban 
Poverty: The Case of Bombay Slums, S.S. Jha, for instance, explicitly 
acknowledges that ‘The idea of conducting a field-study of this kind and 
relating it to the poverty question came from Prof. A.R. Desai’ (1986: 
vii). 


The Imprint 


Scholars trained by Ghurye, as also his colleagues — A.R. Desai, J.V. 
Ferreira, K.M. Kapadia, and D. Narain — at the Department of Sociology, 
University of Bombay found employment in the newly established 
departments of sociology across the country. Some of them founded the 
departments or became the heads of departments already established. 
These scholars invariably transferred or adapted the academic traditions 
of the department in which they were trained to the new centres of 
learning in sociology. With most of the new universities that came up 
being located in cities or major towns, these new departments with 
Bombay-trained sociologists introduced courses in urban sociology. A 
glance at the course outlines of urban sociology at these universities 
reveals the extent to which the legacy of the ‘Bombay School’ has 
continued to influence their curriculum (see University Grants 
Commission 2002). 
Expectedly, in the departments of which Venkatarayappa (at the 
University of Mysore) and Rajagopalan (at Punjab University, Chandi- 
garh and later at Bangalore University) were heads, research tradition in 
urban sociology was expectedly influenced by the socio-ecological 
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perspective. Interestingly, even those of Ghurye’s students who had not 
studied urban sociology at the University of Bombay took interest in that 
area and researched on urban issues; their research carries the imprint of 
Ghurye’s influence in terms of the ecological approach that they adopted. 
The works of Victor S. D’Souza at the Punjab University, Chandigarh 
(see D’Souza 1968, 1970, 1975, 1979, 1984) and of M.S.A. Rao at the 
University of Delhi (see Rao 1959; Rao and Rao 1984) are typical 
examples. They also encouraged their students to work in urban 
sociology. 

The surveys on research in urban sociology in India that have been 
conducted as part of the surveys of research in sociology and social 
anthropology under the auspices of the Indian Council of Social Science 
Research (see D’Souza 1974; Bhowmik 2009) show how in terms of the 
theoretical perspectives and methodological strategies, let alone the 
substantive concerns, the foundational work done at the Department of 
Sociology, University of Mumbai have remained significant. More 
important to note is the influence of this foundational work on research 
carried out by geographers on urban areas, as evidenced by the citations 
of Geddes through Rajagopalan appearing in their published work. 

Looking back, the practitioners of urban sociology in India cannot 
but fail to appreciate what they owe to the legacy of the ‘Bombay 
School’. Both Ghurye’s social ecology perspective and Desai’s political 
economy perspective offer unique vantage points for grappling with the 
urban predicament that we live in. And they appear as relevant today as 
they were in the time of those stalwarts. Are there some meeting points 
in their relative epistemologies is a question that contemporary re- 
searchers on the urban question need to grapple with. 


Notes 


1. The National Seminar on ‘Sociology in India and the Bombay School: Retrospect and 
Prospects’ organised by the Department of Sociology, University of Mumbai and the 
Indian Sociological Society in commemoration of the Diamond Jubilee of the Indian 
Sociological Society, at the University of Mumbai, 23—24 September 2011. 

2. Asa token of my gratitude to Professor Rajagopalan, I present this paper to him. As 
always, I have benefited from discussing with him the theme and substance of this 
paper. 

3. As S. Devadas Pillai mentions, at one time, almost all sociology departments in the 
country were headed by students trained by Ghurye (1997: xiii). 

4. ‘For Desai’, Pillai writes, ‘Ghurye was the last resort, as research-guides in history 
and related disciplines had refused to guide him on this topic’ (1996: 93). At the 
Ghurye birth centenary function held in December 1993, Pillai mentions, Desai said 
that ‘when his thesis chapters were being finalized Ghurye often even showed him 
ways to strengthen the Marxist argument’ (ibid.). 
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5. 


To be sure, even during its formative stage, the interest in the study of city and the 
process of urbanisation was not an exclusive preserve of the ‘Bombay School’ or of 
sociologists. The works of D.S. Chauhan (1947), D.R. Gadgil (1945 and 1952), 
Kesava S. Iyengar (1957), D.N. Majumdar (1960), H.C. Malkani (1957), B.R. Mishra 
(1959), and N.V. Sovani et al. (1956), for instance, were all published in 1960 or 
earlier. | 

From about 1914, Patrick Geddes ‘was engaged by Indore State to advise on the 
layout of Indore’ (Ghurye 1973: 57). In the academic year 1914-15, he was invited 
by the University of Bombay to deliver a series of four public lectures on “The Study 
of Cities’, and in 1919 he was appointed as Professor of Sociology at the University. 
In June 1924, Ghurye took charge of the Department of Sociology (Ghurye 1973: 57, 
58, 62). City Development: A Study of Parks, Gardens and Culture Institutes (1904) 
and Cities in Evolution (1949) were two of Geddes’ influential works on cities and 
urban development. Outside of the University of Bombay, Geddes left a lasting 
imprint on the works of Radhakamal Mukerjee (Mukherjee 1979: 31; see also 
Mukerjee and Singh 1961, 1965). To pay homage to Geddes’s memory, J.V. Ferrriera 
and S.S. Jha have put together a volume of essays titled The Outlook Tower: Essays 
on Urbanization in Memory of Patrick Geddes (1976). 

Although Ghurye had immense respect for Geddes, by now he had decided not to toe 
the Geddesian line. Neither did he register for his PhD at the London School of 
Economics nor was he impressed by the Le Play House. About the latter, Ghurye 
writes, ‘My visits to the Le Play House convinced me that the group, no doubt a 
sincere and enthusiastic one, was a hero-worshipping unit, whose heroes were A. 
Comte, Le Play and Geddes. It was almost oblivious to any Sociology outside that 
trio’ (1973: 44). He, therefore, went to Cambridge and registered for his PhD under 
the supervision of the well-known anthropologist W.H.R. Rivers, upon whose death 
in June 1922, he completed his doctoral work under the supervision of A.C. Haddon. 
In Cities and Civilization (1962), Ghurye provided a sociological survey of cities, 
capitals, and metropolises, past and present. Besides India, he covered thirteen 
countries including Britain, China, Egypt, and the United States of America. The 
‘metropolitan endeavour’ and the problems of Bombay got special attention. The 
review in The Times of India observed that, while Ghurye ‘does not agree with 
Arnold Toynbee’s “law” governing the location of capital cities’, he ‘discusses the 
suitability of Delhi as the capital of India in the light of it” (quoted in Ghurye 
1969/1932: 503, under ‘Books by Prof. G.S. Ghurye’). 


. Anatomy of a Rururban Community (1963) was intended as a pilot study to be 


followed up by an intensive work. Since it took longer than Ghurye expected, and 
with his impending retirement in March 1959, he did not want to embark on such a 
study. This book presents the results of the pilot study of the whole community, 
town, and country, of Haveli (pseudonym), ‘the cultural centre of linguistic Maha- 
rashtra’ (ibid.: 1); it is conceptualised as ‘rururban’ because ‘the central unit is 
formed by the great city of Poona [now Pune], still retaining its rural vestiges as seen 
.. in the matters of crops and acting as the inspiring focus of the religio-cultural 
features of the rural units ...’ (ibid.: 13). 


10. According to Radhakamal Mukerjee, 


Social ecology is different in scope from Human ecology which deals with the forms and 
processes of human individual adjustments to the environment. The field of social ecology is 
the study of the adjustments of man’s social structure and functions, of the processes of inter- 
action between region, occupation and society — the sociological equivalents of environment, 
function and organism — out of which arise all social phenomena (cited in Venkatarayappa 
1957: 3). 
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11. In this context, Indra Munshi (in this issue, pp. 235-36) draws attention to the 
marginalisation of Geddes’s work on urban sociology of the ‘Bombay School’. Many 
contributors to the festschrift put together by Ferreira and Jha (1976) in memory of 
Geddes discuss various facets of his engagement including town-planning and urban 
life. Included in the appendix to this volume is an insightful essay on “The Temple 
Cities’ by Geddes (1976) that was originally published in 1919. 

12. It is noteworthy that an entire session of the Ghurye centennial seminar organised by 
the Department of Sociology, University of Bombay on 22—23 November 1994 was 
devoted to Ghurye’s contribution to urban sociology. The session was chaired by 
Victor S. D’Souza (Momin 1996: ix). 

13. Among other writings on urban sociology originating from or inspired by the Depart- 
ment of Sociology in the University of Bombay include those by Hemalata Acharya 
(1956, 1969, 1976), Albert Bopegamage (1956, 1957b), N. Jayaram (1989, 2010), 
K.M. Kapadia (1966), Irawati Karve (see Karve and Ranadive 1965), M.G. Kulkarni 
(1976), Dhirendra Narain (1960), Vatsala Narain and M.K. Jain (1976), Vasant P. 
Pethe (1965), and Pandarinath N. Prabhu (1956, 1956-57). 
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